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Monasteries as Financial Patrons and Promoters of Local
Performance in Late Medieval and Early Tudor England

Christine Sustek Williams
Charleston Southern University

The elaborate cycle plays produced in the larger, wealthy municipalities of
York, Chester, Wakefield and Coventry receive the lion’s share of attention
among scholars of medieval theatre. Until recently, performance activities in
smaller communities have received little or no attention, except perhaps as
something of antiquarian interest. And one area of theatre history that has been
largely overlooked is the involvement of monasteries in local performance
activities. Yet the precious few, fragmentary, monastic records that survived the
dissolutions of the monasteries under Henry VIII and Edward VI, suggest that
several monasteries gave active financial support to local theatre in England
before and during the early Tudor period.

I
Theatre history texts are replete with descriptions of theatrical
activities in England during the late medieval and early modern
periods. They offer images of churches full of plays where priests
and laity joined hands to put on theatrical works, streets full of
pageant wagons holding various scenes from different plays, lawns
packed with feasts and celebrations that included traveling players,
homes of aristocrats and royalty that were bursting with dramatic
activity, and roads well-traveled by large numbers itinerate players.
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For some theatre historians these times are treated almost as a
fantasyland in which theatre was important, or so we say.1
The elaborate cycle plays produced in the larger, wealthy
municipalities of York, Chester, Wakefield and Coventry receive
the lion’s share of attention among scholars of medieval theatre.
Though, in fact, just four scripts for cycle plays in England are
extant—and some of those are only fragments—they have
enchanted medieval theatre historians for centuries. Until recently,
local performance activities in smaller communities have received
little attention, except perhaps as something of antiquarian interest.
And one area of theatre history that has been largely overlooked is
the role of the monastery in theatre production. Yet based on the
precious few, fragmentary, monastic records that survived the
dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII and Edward VI, it
appears that several monasteries played active roles in supporting
local theatre in England before and during the early Tudor period.
Previous research has shown that productions of the cycle
plays in places like Chester, Coventry and York were funded and
organized by an interlocking network of civic authorities and craft
guilds. In smaller communities most performance activities were
organized and funded by the townspeople and/or the local church.
As more and more information about local performance activities
becomes available through the on-going publications of the
Records of Early English Drama (REED) from the University of
Toronto, it is becoming evident that a vibrant and lively network of
local performances and performers existed in England prior to the
religious reformations begun by Henry VIII. These performances
included plays, elaborate processions, church ales, which involved
players, minstrels, dancers, and animal keepers. Most performers
played in their own and nearby communities and earned modest
amounts of money for their parishes and sometimes themselves.
The records also show that some communities received
financial help from local monasteries. Though records are
1

This article was presented in abbreviated form at the Sixteenth
Century Studies Conference, October 2002, in San Antonio, Texas.
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fragmentary, in good part because they were lost or destroyed
during the Dissolution, records that do survive suggest that many
monasteries were especially active as financial patrons of local
performances. In fact, it appears that some monasteries paid more
to local performance activity than to performers traveling to their
communities under aristocratic sponsorship. This study examines
what available monastic records suggest about financial support
provided to local performance activity by certain monasteries, and,
by implication, demonstrates what J. Thomas Kelly has asserted:
The pecuniary impact of the Dissolution was of secondary
importance to the psychological and social impact of the
sudden death of a structure deeply involved in political,
2
economic, religious, social, and traditional life of the nation.

As we shall see, just as historians have shown that monasteries
contributed to the social welfare and education of surrounding
communities,3 they also contributed to the traditional performance
activities that permeated the communal fabric of local life. 4
II
Before progressing further, it is important to define the
varying types of performance activities occurring in late medieval
and Tudor England. After London became the epicenter for
licensed theatre activity in the last quarter of the sixteenth century,
there is no need to be confused regarding the terms “professional”
and “amateur” performance activities as used by theatre historians.
2

J. Thomas Kelly, Thorns on the Tudor Rose (Jackson, MS: University
of Mississippi Press, 1977), 28.
3

See, for instance, Paul A. Fideler, "Poverty, Policy and Providence:
the Tudors and the Poor," in Political Thought and the Tudor Commonwealth,
ed. Paul Fideler and T. F. Meyer (London: Routledge, 1992), 194-222.
4

N. J. G. Pounds, A History of the English Parish (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 2000), 266-8.
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By that time acting companies bearing the names of aristocratic
patrons clearly were professionals, earning their livings through
performance. Prior to that time, however, there were varieties of
performance activities in England. There were local, part-time
performers, and troupes of entertainers sponsored by aristocrats,
and independent, traveling entertainers, usually termed “minstrels”
in the sources. But in terms of locus of activity, some of those
minstrels could be classified as “locals.” Most theatre historians
still use the term “amateur” to describe the local, part-time
performers whose activities were centered in their own or
neighboring communities. However, there are reasons why the
term “amateur” may be somewhat inappropriate for these types of
performers and their activities.
Rather than “amateur,” I prefer the terms “local” or “parttime,” to refer to performers that were sponsored by local
authorities (civic or religious) and usually performed as a service
to their community, or for little or no money. To describe these
performers and their performances as “amateur” creates a false
impression. The term usually implies a lack of polish and
investment on the part of the local performers and others involved
in their productions. This is untrue. Countless records reveal
incredibly complex and well-developed performances created by
these local performers in smaller communities. The REED
volumes are full of entries like those from Devon, Dorset and
Cornwall that describe, for example, seventeen shillings, ten pence
paid for costumes for the Corpus Christi procession in Exeter in
1415 (a sum, for example, equal to the cost of 160 chickens),5 or
payments to guild members in compensation for the time they, or
their apprentices spent in rehearsal, or the purchase of sacks of
wheat to create the image of Lot’s wife as a pillar of salt, and
purple satin gowns to costume Jesus, and crimson vestments, and
gloves and devils’ coats. Even the seemingly simple ceremonies
5

Records of Early English Drama (henceforth REED), Bristol, ed.
Mark C. Pilkinton (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 18.
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accompanying the Easter sepulchers set up in many a small parish
involved elaborate technology featuring what we today would call
“technical effects”—machinery to open Jesus’ tomb, sometimes
including also effigies of angels descending from above to the
mouth of the tomb.6 In fact, for the time, these local performances
were more elaborate and polished than those by traveling
“professional” entertainers. Performances by minstrels and other
entertainers were ad hoc, either the result just showing up in town,
or being imported to supplement planned, civic events such as a
church ales or Christmas festivities. Performances by traveling,
aristocratic sponsored companies were rare,7 and, as Greg Walker
and Paul Whitfield White have demonstrated, their performances
often were tied to the political power and designs of their patrons.8
And in both cases, the traveling entertainers were paid flat fees;
there is no mention of providing costumes or props or “special
effects” for those performances.
The role of religious officials on medieval performance
history always has been discussed in connection with the rise and
development of the liturgical play. Once the performances of
religious drama moved outside the immediate orbit of religious
establishments—like the ubiquitous Corpus Christi pageants,
processions and plays produced by the laity—many theatre
historians gloss over the continued influence of religious officials
on performance activities. Nor do they give much shrift to the
continued involvement of monastic institutions in the local
performance activities of the laity. In 1959, for example, theatre
6

REED, Dorset, Cornwall, eds. Rosalind Conklin Hays, C. E. McGee,
Sally Joyce, and Evelyn S. Newlyn (1999), 267-8, 471-3: REED. Devon, ed.
John M. Wasson (1986), 17, 360, 382
7

See Christine Sustek Williams, “The Troupe’s the Thing: The
Traveling Royal Players During the Reign of Henry VIII,” SRASP, 24 (2001),
40-1 and James H. Forse, "The Flow and Ebb of Touring Amateur Acting
Troupes in Tudor England," SRASP, 22 (1999), 47-68.
8

Greg Walker, Plays of Persuasion, (New York, 1991), 7, 9, 227 and
Paul Whitfield White, Theatre and Reformation, (Cambridge, 1993), 46.
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scholar Glynne Wickham posed the following questions in his
enormously influential work Early English Stages 1300 to 1660:
Monks, for example, may legitimately be expected to have had
an intimate connection with strictly liturgical plays: but what
business had these men, who had so firmly abjured the wicked
world, to be concerning themselves with plays performed
9
outside their cloistered retreat? Did they in fact do so?”

The latter question raised by Wickham has been left largely
unaddressed for decades. Wickham himself failed to mention the
Chester records, which credit the authorship of its cycle plays to a
monk at the local monastery, and fifteenth-century records from
Exeter (Devon) which list expenditures for food and drink for the
friars who participated in the annual Corpus Christi celebrations.
However, in his later, shorter work, The Medieval Theatre,
Wickham did note that for a Cornwall passion play, “text and
performance both appear to have rested with the monastic
community of the collegiate church of Glasney, near Penryn.”10
The REED project has made it possible now to address the
question: did monks, nuns and friars play a role in the development
of late medieval performance activity besides liturgical plays?
And the simple answer to Wickham’s question “did they in fact do
so?” is, at least in terms of documented financial support, “yes,
they did.” Monasteries, the surviving records suggest, tended to
patronize local performances and performers far more often than
they did traveling troupes of minstrels or aristocratic players.

9

Glynne Wickham, Early English Stages, v. I, (New York, 1958), 8.

10

REED. Chester, ed. Lawrence M. Clopper (1979), 27; REED.
Devon, 360; Glynne Wickham, The Medieval Theatre, 3rd ed. (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1995), 70.
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III
One type of financial patronage given to local performance
activities by monasteries involved support for local performances
outside the cloister. Thetford Priory (Norfolk) is one of the few
monastic intuitions for which we possess easily accessible, fairly
extensive records, though they are sparse for the period before the
mid-fifteenth century.11 Thetford’s surviving records indicate that
the priory was active in helping to finance public performances in
several towns and parishes in East Anglia. Two references to
plows suggest the priory’s support for the annual “Plow Monday”
celebrations of nearby parishes.12 “Plow Monday” was celebrated
on the first Monday after Epiphany, the beginning of the plowing
season. Often the celebration involved a procession of plowmen
and boys in costumes drawing a plow from door to door in the
village. Each household was expected to offer money for the
parish or else the plough would be let loose on their yard.13
An expenditure of 138 pence was recorded in Thetford’s
accounts for 1499 for making a plow for Snarishill. Perhaps this
entry refers to buying that parish a new community plow. But a
second sum in 1510—which notes that the priory contributed 28
pence towards the “plow drove” of the parish churches of
Thetford—clearly refers to “Plow Monday” activities.14
The Priory also gave financial support to plays, games and
various other entertainments in neighboring towns. In 1508 the
11

David Dymond, The Register of Thetford Priory, (Norfolk, 1996).

12

Dymond, 96-275.

13

E. C. Cawte, “It’s an Ancient Custom—But How ancient?” Aspects
of British Calendar Customs, eds. Theresa Buckland and Juliette Wood
(Sheffield: Academic Press, 1993), 50; E. K. Chambers, The Medieval Stage
(New York: Dover, 1986), 121, 150, 209; Alex Helm, The English Mummers’
Play (New York: Folklore Society, 1981), 17, 52.
14

Dymond, 119, 274.
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priory sent sixteen pence to support the Ixworth (Suffolk) play, and
four pence to support a play in Shelfanger (Norfolk).15 In 1505,
twelve pence was sent to the town of “myldenale” for its play.16
Probably this reference is to the town of Mildenhall, which did, in
fact, produce a St. Thomas play that year.17 The priory sent
twenty-four pence in support of a play performed by the parish of
St. Cuthbert (Norfolk) in 1510, and in 1511, eight pence was
donated toward the costs of the Kenninghall (Norfolk) play.18
Thetford Priory also sent Snarishill a tub of ale and bread
for its Rogationtide procession in 1499,19 gave an eight pence
donation to the Lopham game in 1504, twelve pence to the game
of Berdewell in 1505, and sixteen pence to the Walsham game
being put on at Gyslyngham in the same year. Accounts for 1510
list a twenty-four pence donation to the Mayday celebrations of
near-by St. Peter’s parish, and a ten pence donation to the
“recreation of Hockham.” In 1527 the priory provided money to
pay trumpeters for the Corpus Christi Guild’s celebration in the
town of Thetford.20 It is clear that Thetford Priory actively
contributed to local performance activities in East Anglia, not only
supporting events in its home county of Norfolk but also the
adjoining county of Suffolk. Here alone I have listed over 300
pence, over the short space of twenty-eight years, donated to local
performance activities in several East Anglian communities.
15

Dymond, 251.

16

Dymond, 204.

17

Records of Plays and Players in Norfolk and Suffolk, eds. David
Galloway and John Wasson, (Oxford: Malone Society, 1980), 192.
18

Dymond, 276, 288.

19

Dymond, 275.

20

Dymond, 196, 209-10, 275, 393, 523-4
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Thetford Priory was not the only Norfolk monastic
institution to subsidize local performance events. Hickling Priory
donated twenty-seven pence to help support a play held at North
Walsham in 1512. The entry in the priory’s records seems to refer
to the play as a joint production put on by the parishes of North
Walsham and Hickling. The editors of the Malone Society’s
Norfolk/Suffolk volume question the accuracy of that entry. They
believe that such a joint production is improbable because of the
distance between the two localities.21 Yet they may be ignoring
the very data they themselves compiled. There are several entries
in the volume that show cooperative activity among many East
Anglian communities in terms of costume exchanges, as well as
several incidences of communities sharing production costs.
Though fragmentary, records from several monasteries
around England reveal their financial support for local
performances. Account rolls from Durham Abbey listing expenses
in the 1300s show payments to what is termed a “company of
players” from nearby Bewdley in 1326, 1329, 1333, 1338, 1342,
1368 and 1372. Bewdley was a dependant village of the Abbey,
and monks often traveled there on business, so it is unclear in the
records whether the performances were at Bewdley, or the
“company of players” performed at the Abbey, or both.
The payments are substantial ones, generally in the range of
three to nine shillings, and there is one whopping payment of sixtyone shillings in 1329. In 1338 there was a payment of three
shillings, eight pence to players at Witton, another dependant
village. In 1333, 1335 and 1342 the records clearly indicate parttime, or local, players performing at the Abbey on St. Martin’s Day
and St. Cuthbert’s Day (St. Cuthbert was the patron saint of
Durham). The troupes are unnamed, save for players specified as
from Newcastle-on-Tyne in 1335. Those payments were in the
range of three to five shillings. All of these payments are well
above the usual sums paid out to players in the records of other

21

Norfolk and Suffolk, 17.
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monasteries. It is clear, then, that Durham Abbey’s contributions
to local players must have added greatly to the local economy.22
Surviving records from county Devon yield only one
instance of monastic involvement in local performance activities.
In 1475 Cowick Priory accounts list a contribution of forty-two
pence toward the celebrations connected with the local boy
bishop.23 Due to poorly preserved monastic records from Devon,
this is our only glimpse into monastic involvement in local
performances in that county.24 While this one payment does not
prove long-standing support by Cowick Priory of local activities, it
does hint that such may have been the case.
In Chester, one of the most famous theatrical cities outside
London, a monk from the local abbey was, as noted above,
credited with the authorship of its cycle plays, 25 and records also
show that the Carmelite Friars leased their carriage house at low
rent to the Carpenter’s Guild for storage of its pageant wagon used
in the annual cycle plays.26 This cooperation of monastic houses
with local guilds is seen in many of the large cities that sponsored
annual cycle plays and processions. Monastic houses not only
rented storage areas to guilds, but often housed their playbooks as
well. 27
22

Extracts from the Account Rolls of the Abbey of Durham, 3vs.
(Durham: Whittaker and Co., 1898 [v. 1], 1899 [v. 2], 1901 [v. 3]), 15, 16, 47,
71, 116, 129, 170, 210, 511, 527, 552. Since pages for all three volumes are
consecutive, specifying volume number is unnecessary. The Durham Abbey
Extracts are volumes XCIX, C, CIII of the Surtees Society Publications.
23

REED. Devon, 287.

24

REED. Devon, xxiii.

25

REED. Chester, 27.

26

REED. Chester, 31.

27

Wickham, Theatre, 70.
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IV
Another form of monastic patronage of local performances
includes the importing of local performers into the monastery
itself. This too yielded financial support to the local community.
Thetford Priory, mentioned above in connection with donations to
local performances, also imported local performers inside its walls
to augment celebrations on religious feast days. Between 1498 and
1529 the priory spent a total of 790 pence on imported local East
Anglian performers. These ranged from the waits of Norwich, to
local players at Christmas, to bearwards. Most common were
performances by minstrels, however, players from local parishes
often were brought in for the Christmas celebrations. The records
show payments to the Norwich waits five different years during
that time and payments to bearwards in seven years. An unnamed
jester (most likely local due to the low payment of only eight
pence) was paid in 1529.28 It would be tedious here to list all the
various payments to, and appearances by, local performers, but the
numbers of payments to local performers make it clear that
Thetford Priory frequently used local performers as part of the
monastery’s feast day celebrations. The records also reveal that
Thetford paid as much, if not more, to imported local performers
as it did to traveling minstrels and the Norwich waits.
Records from Selby Abbey (Yorkshire) for the 1400s and
early 1500s reveal a substantial number of performances there by
local players. While only four from Yorkshire communities are
named (Doncaster, Howden, Leeds, York), twenty-nine unnamed
troupes probably also were “locals,” for the records show that
groups of entertainers sponsored by aristocrats always are named.
Further, the payments to the unnamed troupes are consistent with
those made to the players from Doncaster, Howden, Leeds and
York, ranging from six to twenty-four pence per performance.
Entertainers traveling under an aristocrat’s name generally
28

Dymond, 100-704.
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received slightly larger payments.29 Though only covering the
years 1456 and 1457, records from the famous Yorkshire
monastery, Fountains Abbey, hint at a similar use of local troupes
for monastic celebrations. Accounts from those two years show
the appearance at the monastery of players from the Yorkshire
towns of Ripon, Thirsk, and Topcliffe; each troupe was paid
twelve pence. There also is a large, un-itemized lump sum of
money noted that was paid to an unspecified number of unnamed
troupes.30
Similar indications about the use of local players in
monastic celebrations are found in surviving, fragmentary records
from St. Mary’s Abbey in Boxley (Kent) and Peterborough Abbey
(Northamptonshire). In 1365, 1367, 1376, 1400, 1405 and 1408,
St. Mary’s hosted players from Maidstone (Kent) usually as part of
its Christmastide celebrations. In one instance—and a rare one for
all records—we have a named play. In 1408 on St. Thomas à
Becket’s day the Maidstone troupe performed The Miracle of St.
Mary.31 The records from Peterborough Abbey list payments to
local troupes of players who performed at the Abbey on Christmas
1404, St. Oswald’s Day 1414, St. John the Apostle’s Day 1433,
and again on Christmas in 1504 and 1505.32
Lancashire records concerning any kind of performance
activities in the county are haphazard and miniscule for the entire
late medieval and Tudor periods. Only fragmentary records from
four Lancashire towns during the Tudor period are extant, and the
surviving records of two monasteries, Lytham Priory (1484-1525)
29

Wickham, Stages, v. I, 332-38.

30

J. T. Fowler, Memorials of the Abbey of St. Mary’s Fountains
(Durham: Surtees Society, 1918), 59-61.
31
32

REED. Kent, ed. James M. Gibson (2002), 906-09.

Joan Greatrex, ed., Account Rolls of the Obedientiares of
Peterborough (Peterborough: Northamptonshire Record Society, 1984),
Publications of the Northamptonshire Record Society, xxxiii, 7, 153, 170, 199.
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and Whalley Abbey (1485-1536), yield only information about
performances during the reigns of Henry VII and Henry VIII.
Yet those fragmentary records suggest these two monastic
institutions in Lancashire sponsored performance activity. In both
sets of records the use of the term “ministralles” may refer to
musicians or players. Clear distinctions between the two types of
performers do not start to be made until the second or third decade
of the sixteenth century. Hence, though I term them here as
“minstrels,” the possibility that they were players does exist.33
Since Lytham Priory was a relatively small monastery, it is
surprising that there would be a large amount of performance
activity going on there, and yet there was in the years for which
records have survived.34 Lytham Priory paid “minstrels” annually
from 1484 to 1509 and again from 1514 to 1525. Since these
“minstrels” appear to have no noble patron, it is quite likely that
they were local performers. An overwhelming majority of
dramatic records, whether from town or monastery, name the
performers’ patron when that patron is a noble. Lytham’s accounts
do not reveal what type of performance was given; therefore, we
cannot determine whether these “minstrels” were musicians or
players, or combinations of performers. Yet the records do suggest
strong support by the priory for local performance activity. In
1454 and 1455 the only payments of this priory that are recorded
are to local “minstrels,” so it is clear that this house had a
commitment to local entertainers. Furthermore, Lytham Priory
made annual payments toward the boy bishop celebration at its
motherhouse.35
Whalley Abbey, founded in Lancashire in 1485, paid
“minstrels” every year from 1485 to 1505 and again from 1509 to

33

REED. Lancashire, ed. David George (1991), xxxiv.

34

REED. Lancashire, xxxiii.

35

REED. Lancashire, xxxiii.
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1537. The abbey also brought in bearwards sporadically. 36
Annually, the Abbey spent an average of 491 pence on
performance activities, a substantial amount of money when
considered alongside the fact that the abbey was not a very
prosperous or well-endowed institution. And the records also
show that among its required expenses the abbey paid out £200 for
stipends to support four dependent churches and fees to temporal
officers.37 Like the performers at Lytham Priory, most likely the
performers at Whalley Abbey also were locals, since no
aristocrat’s name is linked to them. When the abbey was
dissolved, there were only thirteen monks in residence. Given the
substantial amount of entertainment at the abbey, most likely the
audiences for performances there included nearby townsfolk as
well as the monks. Interestingly, when the abbey was dissolved in
1537, its inventory of goods listed “a minstrelles skochyn and a
little scochen with a black lyon,”38 suggesting that Whalley Abbey
may have possessed its own stock of costumes and properties or
stored those belonging to local performers.
Records from the county of Sussex show that two monastic
houses, Battle Abbey and Robertsbridge Abbey, supported a
prolific number of performance activities in the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries.39 Battle Abbey’s records show payments
to a number of entertainers stretching from 1346 until 1522.
During the fourteenth century minstrels, players, and a fool were
paid. Between 1478 and 1482, a nobleman’s bearward and royal
and noble entertainers were all paid. Additionally, a number of
local performers were paid. These include performers from
Winchelsea (Sussex) at Christmas, local players in January and
36

REED. Lancashire, 121-144.

37

REED. Lancashire, xxxiii.

38

REED. Lancashire, 104.

39

REED. Sussex, ed. Cameron Louis (2000), xxxvii.
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some form of local entertainers at Pentecost and Dedication day for
the abbey church. In 1498 clerks of St. Nicholas Church from the
town of Battle were paid twelve pence and other local players were
paid a total of 140 pence for playing at the monastery on three
different occasions. Local players were paid twenty pence on the
feast of the Epiphany in 1508. A total of 298 pence was paid to
various local players and entertainers in 1513. Players from
Cranbrook (Sussex) were given forty pence for “playing before the
lord” (the abbot) in 1520, as were players from Tenterden, Malling
and Maidstone, all from neighboring County Kent. Players from
“elsewhere on another occasion” were given twenty-four pence.40
The final record concerning performance shows 202 pence given
to players performing before the abbot. These records more than
suggest that there was on-going patronage by Battle Abbey in
support of local performers from Sussex and nearby Kent.
The sixteenth-century records for Robertsbridge Abbey do
not give many details concerning performances there. However, it
is important to mention that what records that do survive from the
fifteenth century indicate that the abbey did have a history of
supporting performances at the monastery. From 1416 until 1437,
payments were made to minstrels, for candles for a show, to
unspecified entertainers, an harper and to players. One minstrel,
Nicholas Hope from Etchingham, was paid, in conjunction with
two other unnamed, fifty pence in 1426, and twelve pence in
1437.41 While fragmentary records from the monastery after 1437
list no expenditures for performances, there is an entry in records
from Rye in 1517 that suggests that the abbot of Robertsbridge was
sponsoring a troupe of traveling players.42
In the county of Herefordshire, accounts from the
monasteries of Abbey Dore, Limebrook and Wigmore show those
40

REED. Sussex, 254-5.

41

REED. Sussex, 256-7.

42

REED. Sussex, 324.
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houses taking part in theatrical activities in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries. Unfortunately, there are no extant records of
performance activity records from those monasteries dating from
the sixteenth century. Abbey Dore paid a number of minstrels
traveling under aristocratic patronage in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, but no performances by locals are listed. For
Limebrook and Wigmore we have prohibitions in the records that
reveal participation by some of the religious in performance
activities. The Register of Abbot Thomas Spofford of Limebrook
contains a reprimand given to nuns in 1437 for attending feasts,
“spectacles and otheir wordly vanytees and secyally on
holydayes.”43 Furthermore, Spofford ordered that no longer were
minstrels, interludes, dancing and reveling to be allowed within the
establishment. At Wigmore Abbey in 1318 the abbot commanded
that the monks should no longer be bled or be allowed to take part
in songs and other such activities. Likewise, from the records of
Canonsleigh Abbey in Devon, nuns were reprimanded in 1329 and
forbidden to travel outside the convent for more than a day-trip so
that they would be “cut off entirely from common and worldly
shows in this way.”44 Obviously, residents of these religious
houses had sponsored performances outside and inside their
communities, attesting again to the involvement of religious
houses in performances of one kind or another within their
localities.
V
A third form of monastic financial support for local
performances was the involvement of individual monastic officials
as patrons. In records published to date we find an abbot serving
43

REED. Herefordshire, Worcestershire, ed. David N.
Klausner (1990), 188.
44

Abigail A. Young, “Theatre-Going Nuns in Rural Devon?” Records
of Early English Drama Newsletter, 22 (1997), 25-6.
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as patron to a performer as early as 1289. Monastic records from
Reading for that year noted that the abbot of Reading Abbey was
patron to a harper touring about the area.45 In 1337 the prior of
Worcester Cathedral was named as the patron of a minstrel.46 The
abbot of Gloucester Abbey was recorded as the patron of a harper
in 1345 and of a minstrel in 1347. Probably the records refer to the
same man. 47 Records from 1351 mentioned that the abbot of
Evesham was patronizing of a troupe of minstrels.48 Records from
Worcester show that minstrels patronized by the abbots of
Gloucester and Evesham performed there, away from their home
base,49 and, in 1448, records indicate that pipers sponsored by the
prior of Ash Priory performed in Bridgwater (Somerset) during the
Corpus Christi celebrations.50 Another such occurrence already
has been mentioned above. In 1517, players traveling under the
patronage of the abbot of Robertsbridge Abbey performed in
Rye.51 Unfortunately, no further information concerning this
troupe has surfaced, so we cannot know if the players were lay
people from the community adjacent to the monastery or a group
of monks themselves presenting a play. A hint to the troupe’s
composition may come from the payment of eighteen pence noted
in the Rye Chamberlains’ Accounts. This payment suggests the
abbot’s company of players were laymen. Rye had a long tradition
of hosting traveling troupes of town and parish players dating back
45
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to 1456, and the usual payment to those troupes was twelve to
twenty pence. Payments to aristocratic and royal troupes usually
were twenty pence and higher.52 While anecdotal, these instances
of musicians and/or players traveling under the patronage of abbots
hint that the practice was not too unusual.
One of the better documented of monastic patrons was
Prior William More of Worcester Cathedral Priory who served as
prior during the first third of the sixteenth century. His accounts
detail his patronage of dramatic activity from 1518 to 1535. Over
the years Prior More paid local players for several performances at
the priory or his country residence when entertaining visitors
during Advent and Christmas, Lent and Easter, Rogation week and
Whitsun week. 53 His accounts also note numerous payments to
local parish plays in and around the city of Worcester, including
Robin Hood fundraisers.54 Among those he supported, he sent
money to the nearby parishes of St. Helen, St. Andrew, St. Martin,
St. Swithin, St. Peter, and St. Giles to support their performative
activities. 55 He contributed a substantial forty pence to the town
of Tewksbury to support their Robin Hood event.56 His accounts
also detail a performance in Worcester by traveling, lay players
from Cleeve Priory in Worcester in 1530.57 The notation reads, “in
rewardes to the tenantes of clyve. Pleying with Robyn Whot
Mayde Marion & other.”58 Prior More’s personal role as patron of
52
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lay performances is clear in the records, which reveal that few
performances occurred when he was ill or absent from the priory.59
VI
Unfortunately, very few other sources are readily available
concerning the patronage of troupes by monastic officials and
institutions. However, the little information that has survived
gives us a glimpse into the complexities of performance history
during the late medieval and early Tudor periods. That glimpse
suggests that monasteries played a more active role in the
performance traditions of their nearby communities then has been
suspected. Barbara Harvey asserts that:
when . . . monks looked at the world outside the cloister, at
any time from the twelfth century onwards, they liked much of
60
what they saw and paid it the compliment of imitation.

The surviving records seem to bear Harvey out. They do suggest
that monks (and perhaps nuns) in late medieval and Tudor England
imitated the entertainment choices of neighboring villages and
towns, and often imported those entertainments into their religious
houses. And, though time after time ecclesiastical officials
chastised them for allowing such “ribaldry” inside their houses,
they still gave financial support to lay performance activities, and
continued to import lay performers into the religious houses to take
part in holiday festivities.
Clearly, surviving sources cannot suggest that every
monastery took part in local dramatic activity, but those same
sources do seem to indicate that many did so. What we must
ponder is the effect upon local dramatic activity that may have
59
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occurred with the dissolution of these religious houses. Referring
to effects upon laypeople who earned their livings as servants and
suppliers to religious houses, Harvey states:
. . . large or small, the size of monastic establishments at the
end of the Middle Ages does indeed illumine one of the social
problems in the mid-sixteenth century, that of finding
employment for the servants of the religious after the
61
Dissolution.

I would shift the focus to dramatic performers and say that a
problem of this period became “what happened to local performers
and performances after the Dissolution?”
Not only were local performances greatly curtailed by the
restrictions imposed by the Henrician and Edwardian religious
reforms, but the closing of the religious houses also removed one
source of financial patronage. Given the assets of wealthy
monasteries like Thetford Priory, sums like the 138 pence Thetford
gave toward Plow Mondays to Snarishill in 1499, or the twentyeight pence it donated to Thetford parishes and the twenty-four
pence it gave to St. Cuthbert parish toward its play in 1510 seem
paltry.62 So too does Hickling Priory’s donation of twenty-seven
pence in 1512 toward the North Walsham play,63 and Prior
William More’s several donations to parish activities in and around
Worcester. Yet from the perspective of parishes that received this
financial support these sums were not paltry.
Though I cannot cite parish financial information about the
parishes mentioned in Thetford and Hickling records, I can provide
some information about the finances of some other representative
parishes. The following figures are based on examinations of
selected extant churchwardens’ accounts for small to middling
61
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sized parishes of Cratfield (Suffolk), Prescot (Lancashire), Lewes
(Sussex), Pyrton (Oxfordshire) and Smarden (Kent) over the years
in which the various religious reforms of Henry VIII, Edward VI,
Mary I, and Elizabeth I were mandated for all English parishes.
Cratfield, Suffolk, was a middling size parish with an average
income of 819 pence per year, and average expenses of 243 pence,
a good deal of which came from its Plow Monday celebrations and
church ales. Costs for the successive religious reforms averaged
14% of its income at a time one of its traditional sources of income
were curtailed by Edward’s religious proscriptions.64 Prescot,
Lancashire, was a similarly sized and endowed parish, but its
average annual income over this period, 997 pence, was exceeded
by its average expenses, 1343 pence, of which 7% of its income
was spent in conforming to the religious mandates of successive
Tudor regimes.65 Lewes, in Sussex, was a smallish parish. Its
annual income in this period averaged only 264 pence per year,
and like Prescot its accounts were “in the red” with annual average
expenses of 303 pence, and the costs of reform in Prescot averaged
18% of its annual income.66 Pyrton, Oxfordshire, another smallish
parish, managed to operate “in the black” with and average income
per year of 476 pence and average expenses of 341 pence, but
31.5% of those annual expenses went towards the costs of
reform.67 Smarden, Kent, a similar small parish, also operated “in
64
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the red” during this period. The parish averaged 267 pence in
annual income, but spent on average 298 pence in expenses. Costs
of reforms for Smarden averaged 59% of its annual income.68
But the average incomes for most of these representative
parishes are somewhat distorted, because their annual parish
incomes before the religious reforms went into effect tended to be
higher, and, of course, their average expenses were lower. For
instance, in order to comply with Edward VI’s prohibitions, the
Suffolk parishes of Boxford and Cratfield abandoned their church
ales. Boxford also abolished its Hocktide festivities and Cratfield
its Plow Monday celebrations in 1548, losing in one fell swoop
activities that until then had averaged over 27% of their annual
incomes. At the same time all the parishes in England were
required to remodel the interior of their churches completely so as
to conform to Edward’s Protestant standards.69 The average
income for the Lancashire parish of Prescot for this time frame is
inflated because of a one-time influx of money the parish received
in 1548 when it sold off its church goods to comply with Edward
VI’s reforms. That influx of money did help pay for some of costs
of remodeling the church mandated by Edward’s government, but
after 1548 Prescot’s annual income plummeted, and during the first
two years of Mary’s reign, the parish was forced to spend large
sums to restore its images and altars, and in legal fees suing for the
return of the church goods it had sold under Edward. Similar
patterns of decrease in income and increase in expenses in order to
meet the demands first of Edward’s and then of Mary’s
government appear in the records of other parishes, and many of
the parishes now were forced to assume new expenses, like poor
relief, foster care for orphans, taxes and rent for the church
building itself now paid to the crown, or providing money and
68
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military equipment to citizens enrolled in the local muster rolls—
expenses previously borne by the now defunct religious
establishments. 70
Looking at these average incomes and expenses suggests
that before the Dissolution, the monies contributed by Thetford and
Hickling Priories and other monasteries to the performance
activities of middling and smallish parishes must have been a
boon. For instance, the twenty-four pence Thetford donated to the
St. Cuthbert Parish play in 1510, or Hickling Priory’s donation of
twenty-seven pence to North Walsham in 1512, amounts to almost
10% of the annual parish income of the similar parishes of Lewes
or Smarden cited above.
Hence the loss of monastic financial patronage, when
coupled with the loss of religious days for celebration, and the
increased costs of conformity to four sets of religious reform over
the short space of twenty years almost guaranteed that local
performances would almost completely disappear by the first few
years of the reign of Edward VI, and have only a brief and tepid
revival in the short reign of Catholic Mary. The smaller parishes
and towns not only faced the expenses of successive religious
reforms, but also lost their previous financial support for their
plays, processions, games, and ales from the now defunct also
70
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monastic houses.71 Beginning with the reign of Edward VI, and
culminating in the reign of Elizabeth, the provincial records show
that licensed professional players traveling under the patronage of
great peers of the realm replaced local entertainments, and, in the
records from some of smaller communities that had long traditions
of local performances before the Dissolution, evidence of any kind
of locally based entertainments disappears completely.
Very little scholarship has focused on the relationship
between local theatre and monasteries. Elissa B. Weaver’s “The
Convent Wall in Tuscan Convent Drama,”72 discussing Italian
nuns in the sixteenth century who sponsored dramatic
performances, is one of the few recent studies exploring the
relationship of monastic institutions to performance history. This
brief examination of monasteries and their financial support to
performance in late medieval and early modern England shows
that, records allowing, more work needs to be done. The
fragmentary evidence we possess suggests far more involvement
by monasteries in the social life of neighboring communities than
has been heretofore described.
Here too we see yet another effect at the local level of the
impact of the Dissolution of the religious houses and religious
reforms beginning with Henry VIII and ending under Edward VI.
Much has been written about the loss of schools, hospitals, parttime clergy for small parishes, and poor relief to local communities
that resulted from the Dissolutions of Henry VIII and Edward VI.73
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Here we see the Dissolution affected local recreation and vibrant
community activities as well. As J. Thomas Kelly writes:
The Dissolution involved more than the institutional Church
and people who shared the monastic life. It affected the lives
of many who had some direct or indirect contact with the
monasteries. The disruption of such a social corporation had
many adverse effects upon the nation. These are not totally
measurable in the statistics relating to charity or to corruption
but they relate to ideals and traditions. This is not to say that
monastic charity and corruption are not valid concerns of
historical study, but they should not be isolated from other
considerations to which they might contribute a deeper
74
understanding.

Monasteries and convents in England were not isolated
institutions staffed by monks, friars and nuns that never left their
houses. They were vibrant components of English communities
that greatly influenced the very fabric of society. Historians of
theatre such as Wickham have mentioned the effect on dramatic
literature caused by the closing of the monasteries in terms of the
destruction of their libraries, which housed the performance texts.75
Yet historians have given little attention to how the Dissolution
affected not only the opportunities for local performances, but also
how the anti-monastic policies of Henry VIII’s and Edward VI’s
governments affected subsequent historical interpretations of late
medieval and early Tudor performance activity. In numerous
cases, by the end of the 1540s the mere mention of monastic
officials as authors of the great cycle plays (as was the case with
most of them), let alone monastic involvement in productions, was
stricken from the local records. To give one example: in Chester,
the monk attributed with writing the cycle plays was incrementally
removed from Chester’s records. Beginning in 1532 mention of
74
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his role as author became diminished in those records, and by the
end of the 1540s his name and role had completely disappeared.76
Since after the Dissolution surviving monastic records are
so scarce, and other Tudor sources downplayed the positive aspects
of pre-reform monasteries, scholars like Wickham have attributed
the decline and disappearance of English local performance
activities in part to the costs of production.77
Such an
interpretation seems valid when focusing only upon the numerous
complaints by the guilds and civic authorities about costs of
producing the cycle plays in the civic records of urban centers like
York. This, however, is missing the “forest” for the “tree.”
Provincial records for the first third of the sixteenth century do not
reveal these financial strains or complaints in most of the smaller
communities, and even in York (and Chester and Norwich) the
records show the guilds and city officials coming to grips with the
problems of performance expenses.
Something more than money made the smaller
communities abandon performance activities so rapidly. The loss
of religious days and saints’ days to celebrate certainly played a
role. But if lack of money was a factor in these smaller
communities, perhaps the loss of the monastic monies subsidizing
smaller parishes was the monetary component in the demise of
local performance traditions. For instance, the support of Thetford
Priory to neighboring parish performances ended when the house
was dissolved, and so too did most local parish performances.
Thus, for the theatre as well as the social historian, the demise of
the monasteries was involved with a chain reaction that lead
ultimately not only to the “nationalization” of poor relief under
Elizabeth, but also what me might call the “nationalization” of
entertainment represented by the traveling, professional, acting
companies of the late sixteenth century.
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Ruins of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire
One of the more famous English abbeys that subsidized local performances.
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